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The long-awaited decision by Chilean President Ricardo Lagos to purchase 10 F-16 fighter jets
from US-based Lockheed Martin has brought criticism from neighboring countries and from some
members of Lagos' Partido Socialista (PS).
Chilean Defense Minister Michelle Bachelet announced the decision to buy the planes on Jan.
30, saying, "This will allow the replacement of obsolete planes, and it in no way can be seen as
embarking on an arms race." Bachelet said every dollar spent in the operation will be matched by
investments from various US companies. The first one, she said, will be made by General Electric,
which will install a global technical-assistance center in Chile for the maintenance of airline engines,
both civilian and military.
Joe Stout, a spokesman for Lockheed Martin, said that "after this long competition and this long
period of negotiations, we're very pleased that Chile has taken this step." He estimated that the deal
would preserve as many as 500 jobs in the Fort Worth area.

Sale ends 20 years of no weapons sales to Latin America
Almost a year ago, US Senate staff said they had reached an agreement with the administration of
President George W. Bush to sell the F-16s to Chile, the first transfer of sophisticated US fighter
planes to Latin America in nearly two decades. The US cut off the sale of sophisticated weapons to
Latin America during the administration of President Jimmy Carter, but President Bill Clinton lifted
that ban when Chile sought to buy the F-16s. The Clinton administration said that such decisions
would be made on a case-by-case basis based on the legitimate defensive needs of democracies in
the region.
Finalization of the sale has dragged on because of opposition within the Lagos administration and
concern among Chile's neighbors, especially Peru and Argentina. Chile was supposed to sign the
contract for the planes in early January, but asked for a 30-day extension, according to David Des
Roches, spokesman for the US Defense Security Cooperation Agency, which oversees all foreign
arms sales. Lagos bound by Pinochet-era law Chilean critics say spending US$660 million on
military aircraft is unjustified during a time of economic belt- tightening, high unemployment, and
rising social needs.
Lagos was under pressure from members of his administration to seek cheaper alternatives such
as used aircraft because of the economic slowdown. Lago's Partido Socialista (PS), as late as Jan. 29,
asked the president to postpone the purchase, and it called for a public debate on the nation's most
urgent priorities and whether so much should be spent on the military.
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Besides the US$660 million for the F-16s, the Chilean navy plans to spend US$1.3 billion on four
frigates. "We understand the need to update the equipment of the armed forces," said the PS
statement. "However, today's social needs present more urgent demands."
Lagos finds himself in a dilemma. The purchase of the F- 16s does not have popular support. The
president is bound, however, by a law passed during the military regime of Gen. Augusto Pinochet
(1973-1990) that earmarks 10% of all earnings from state-owned Corporacion Nacional de Cobre
(CODELCO) to be divided equally among the three branches of the military for the purchase of
weapons and military equipment. Lagos has asked Defense Minister Bachelet to look for ways
to make the Ley Reservada de Cobre more flexible. Meanwhile, the copper earnings cannot be
diverted to other expenditures.

Neighbors criticize spending
Throughout the region, critics have said the purchase will inevitably set off an arms race in countries
that can ill afford increased military spending. On Jan. 24, Bolivian Foreign Minister Gustavo
Fernandez said the purchase has the entire region concerned. "It will be necessary to examine the
consequences at the moment the government in Santiago decides to acquire the US combat planes,"
he said.
Fernandez said Bolivian President Jorge Quiroga has agreed to back Peruvian President Alejandro
Toledo's plan to reduce military spending in the region, and the two presidents are expected to sign
an agreement to that effect on Feb. 1 during Toledo's visit to Bolivia. Toledo has spoken consistently
against military expenditures, calling for Latin American presidents to instead invest money in
social programs.
Speaking at a Comunidad Andina de Naciones (CAN) summit in Bolivia, Toledo lamented Chile's
decision, made on the day that presidents of the five Andean nations were discussing ways to
decrease military budgets and spend more on social projects. Bolivian President Quiroga agreed,
saying, "This is a decision that we respect, but we do not agree with." Chile had begun to coordinate
with both Peru and Argentina to eventually compare military spending and gradually make cuts.
It sought to assure its neighbors it wants to keep the peace. "The modernization and equipping of
our defense institutions accompanies a decision to reinforce peace and cooperation with our Latin
America neighbors," Bachelet said.
Bernard Aronson, assistant secretary of state for Latin America under President George H.W.
Bush, said that the sale indicates the armed forces continue to exert undue influence on the civilian
government. "It's still a sign that to some extent the tail which is the military is wagging the dog,"
Aronson said. [
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